Ballooning is a widespread behavioural trait in invertebrates, which enhances passive aerial dispersal. We investigated the influence of common lineage (family effect) and postnatal environmental conditions on latency to initiate preballooning tiptoe behaviour (ballooning latency) in the dwarfspider Erigone atra (Blackwall, 1841). The ballooning latency of individual spiders was tested in a specially designed test chamber. In a 3-week experiment, in which the spiders were fed only during the first day of each week, ballooning latency had low repeatability at weekly intervals. Ballooning latency declined with increasing food deprivation during the first week but not during the second and the third weeks. At intervals of less than 1 h, however, ballooning latency showed high repeatability. We also investigated whether maternal and postnatal environmental conditions (i.e. during juvenile development) influence phenotypic variation in ballooning latency. We reared offspring of several families under two feeding and two temperature conditions. Environmental conditions explained more variation in ballooning latency than family. Ballooning latency was lower in spiders reared at 20 C than in those reared at 15 C. In addition, spiderlings fed four prey per 3 days were faster ballooners than those fed only four prey per week. An interaction between factors was present, indicating the existence of different reaction norms between the two environmental conditions. The expression of ballooning latency behaviour thus strongly depends on current nutrition, feeding history and the feeding and temperature conditions during juvenile development. 
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Aerial dispersal is common among terrestrial insects and spiders. In the latter, this mode of dispersal is known as ballooning. The spider climbs to an elevated starting point, stretches its legs and raises its abdomen (tiptoe behaviour); it then produces long silk threads and is finally carried up by the air current (Jones 1996a, b). Aerial dispersal is effective for both distant migration (possibly affecting gene flow) and local dispersal (Thomas 1996) , especially in ephemeral but highly productive habitats where rapid movement under unfavourable conditions is important for survival (Legel & Van Wingerden 1980; Van Wingerden 1980; Morse 1993; Duffey 1998) . Tiptoe behaviour is typical of aerial dispersal in spiders of the Linyphiidae and juvenile Lycosidae and can be easily observed under laboratory conditions (Weyman 1993).
Erigone atra, one of the commonest spiders of open habitats in the temperate regions of the northern hemisphere, has a strongly developed ballooning behaviour. This species is often one of the first pioneers on regularly disturbed, especially agricultural, land (De Keer & Maelfait 1988a, b) . Ballooning in spiders has mainly been studied in field conditions, especially within the framework of timing of dispersal (Dean & Sterling 1985; Greenstone et al. 1987; Blandenier & Fürst 1998; Bonte et al. 1998 ) and in relation to spider densities and activities in the field (Greenstone et al. 1985; Weyman et al. 1995) . Laboratory studies have largely focused on the relation between aeronautic behaviour and meteorological conditions such as wind velocity and temperature (Van Wingerden & Vugts 1974; Vugts & Van Wingerden 1976; Greenstone 1990) , and on the importance of crowding and food shortage as a trigger for this behaviour (Legel & Van Wingerden 1980) . Ballooning is triggered by acute food shortage (Weyman et al. 1994) , low wind velocities (<3 m/s) and a high temperature inversion during the morning (Richter 1970; Van Wingerden & Vugts 1974; Vugts & Van Wingerden 1976; Greenstone 1990; Duffey 1998) , and its frequency differs between species (Richter
